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Griffin: History and Archeology in Florida

HISTORY AND ARCHAEOLOGY IN FLORIDA
by JOHN W. GRIFFIN
There was a time when archaeology was conceived
of as the collection of relics and history was thought
of as the study of names and dates. The two disciplines seemed far apart. Yet history and archaeology are very closely related. Both are concerned
with “history” in the broader sense. Both study
and seek to interpret unique events placed in time
and space. The major difference lies in the techniques used. History gains most of its information
through written documents, archaeology for the
most part deals with times and groups which have
no written records of their own, and is forced to
rely upon material remains. This is the distinction
between history and pre-history, and is essentially
a difference in the materials available and the techniques for dealing with them. The meeting of the
two disciplines is to be seen most clearly in periods
to which both approaches may be applied. The
three hundred and more years of white and Indian
contact in Florida should provide such a case.
It is evident that far more Europeans and European goods were present in the early contact period
than has been usually assumed by the archaeologist
and the casual reader of history. A few large and
important expeditions tend to fill the whole historical canvas, and thereby to falsify the true picture.
We know of the discovery by the De Soto expedition of the Spaniard, Ortiz, who had lived with the
Indians near Tampa bay from the time of the
Narvaez expedition until 1539. We know of
Fontaneda who was living with the Calusa at the
middle of the sixteenth century. We learn from the
De Soto narratives that several members of that
expedition stayed behind at various points along
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the route. How many more Europeans, before and
later, were shipwrecked or strayed from various
expeditions, we do not know. We have records of
the voyages of the more prominent of the Elizabethan seafarers, but evidence from their accounts suggests that numerous others were wandering the seas
and touching upon the shores of the New World
in the same period. Undoubtedly many Europeans
left no records of their contact with and life among
the natives.
The De Soto narratives, again, provide us with
evidence that certain European materials were in
the hands of the Indians by 1540. And this expedition itself added to that store through its gifts,
and also probably through simple theft and pilfering of the dead Spaniards by the Indians.
The Biedma account describes materials found by
the Spaniards upon opening an Indian “mosque”
at the town of Cofitachique, presumed to be on the
Savannah river. Biedma says (Bourne, vol. II, p.
14) : “We found buried two wood axes, of Castillian
make, a rosary of jet beads, and some false pearls,
such as are taken from this country to traffic with
the Indians, all of which we supposed they got in
exchange, made with those who followed the Licentiate Ayllon.”
Elvas (Bourne, vol. I, p. 67) notes a dirk and
beads that had belonged to Christians as being
found in the same town. These may be the same
objects mentioned by Biedma, and are attributed
by Elvas to the Ayllon colony. Ayllon had in 1526
planted an unsuccessful colony on the James river,
near the later English site of Jamestown.
At Piachi in southern Alabama the De Soto expedition learned that the Indians had killed a Don
Teodoro and a black who had been with the Narvaez
expedition, and Biedma (Bourne, vol. II, p. 17)
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notes that they were shown a dagger which the don
had worn.
Elvas (Bourne, vol. I, p. 48) states that in northwestern Florida the expedition found the skulls of
horses, which they attributed to the ill-fated Narvaez
expedition.
The above notes serve to indicate that by 1540
Europeans and European materials were not unknown to the Indians of the Southeast.
The rapidity with which certain European materials were taken over by the Indians is indicated
by John Sparke, the chronicler of Hawkins’s second
voyage in 1565. Sparke notes (pp. 56-57) that among
other forms of arrowheads used by the Timucuo of
northeastern Florida were, “peaked points of
knives, which they having gotten of the Frenchmen,
broke the same, and put points of them in their
arrow’s heads.” The French colony near the mouth
of the St. Johns had been founded only the year
before, although Ribaut had touched the coast in
1562.
From the time of the De Soto expedition to the
end of the Seminole wars is roughly three hundred
years. Three hundred years during which certain
Florida tribes became extinct and others moved in.
Three hundred years during which the Indians took
on more and more of European culture. Archaeologically, there must be some record of this long
period of time.
Such evidence does of course exist, but it has been
largely neglected by most students of the archaeology of Florida. The old idea that archaeology
deals with the remote prehistoric has tended to quiet
interest in one of the most significant periods in
the archaeology of Florida, that of the contact
between the white and the Indian.
To list the sites in which trade goods have been
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found is unnecessary at this point. It will suffice to
note that throughout virtually the entire state such
associations occur. Burials near the surface of the
Belle Glade site were accompanied by glass beads.
A mound on Pine island, south of Charlotte Harbor,
contained considerable trade goods. Other mounds
of southwestern Florida have been found to date
from the historic period. Moore notes burials accompanied by European articles along the east
coast bordering the Halifax, Hillsboro, and Indian
rivers. A site near Lake Apopka yielded a cooper’s
adze. Such instances could be multiplied.
Little systematic effort has been made to identify
the European goods as to date and derivation. A
study undertaken with the view in mind of examining the Indian cultures in terms of their time associations with this trade material would advance our
knowledge of the archaeology of the contact period
immeasurably.
Not only did the Indian take over and use imported materials. There seems to be some evidence
that upon occasion the aborigines made copies of
European objects. Quimbey has noted that during
the excavations at the Fatherland site in Louisiana
a teapot shaped vessel in a native red-slipped ware
was found associated with a burial with trade goods.
This site has been identified as the Grand Village
of the Natchez, and Quimbey notes that Du Pratz
had requested copies of some of his French earthenware from the Natchez, and that the resulting
vessels turned out “a quite beautiful red.”
In another place the writer has suggested that
certain unique pedestal based vessels found at the
Madisonville site in Ohio may be explained as crude
native copies of the chalice or some similar gobletshaped vessels of the Europeans. This site contains trade goods, and thus falls within the contact
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period, making such an interpretation plausible.
This type of influence is naturally difficult to
prove, but it would seem likely from what we know
of man and culture that this kind of imitation did
occur. It is, in fact, one of the methods by which
cultures spread.
The most difficult problem of the historic period
in archaeology, and the one in which the historian is
likely to be the most interested, is the location of
specific villages mentioned in the historical records.
The difficulties inherent here are well known to
every student who has made any effort to master
historical geography. The delineation of routes, the
definition of distances, and the identification of geographic features are among the obstacles to any
such research. They are not insurmountable, but
they are considerable.
From the point of view of the archaeologist one
thing must be constantly borne in mind. The identification of the culture of one documented village
does not prove that all such materials are attributable to the tribe which occupied that village, and
conversely it does not prove that all of the villages
of that tribe shared that culture. A single tribe
may change its culture through time, may share a
culture with other tribes, or may, in its various territorial divisions, possess divergent cultures. This
is merely a statement of two cultural truisms ; that
“tribe” and “culture” are not inseparable concepts, and that culture change is a constant feature
of human society.
We get some idea of regional cultural differences
in Florida from the early accounts. In 1539 the De
Soto expedition found the Timucua of the west
coast living in villages built around a plaza, with
the chief’s house and the temple located upon
mounds. Burial of the bones after the flesh had
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been stripped from them was practiced. On the
east coast in 1565 we find the Timucua living in
palisaded villages with the chief’s house centrally
located and partly subterranean. Burial, at least
of the chief, was of the primary variety and in a
mound. This would seem to indicate that the
Timucua to the west had already adopted some of
the characteristics of the Temple Mound stage
known throughout the Southeast in late times, and
that the Timucua of the east coast still retained
some of the older cultural elements. Pyramidal
mounds are, however, found in East Florida, and
if we may trust our historical accounts, may be presumed to have spread to that region at a time later
than 1565, since they were absent at the time of the
French accounts. This defines an interesting archaeological problem of an historical nature.
Together, the historian and the archaeologist can
do much to clarify the picture of the aboriginal
population during the contact period. We have seen
that we have evidence of contact both from historical sources and archaeological sites. The time
is now ripe for us to recognize the fact that both
the historian and the archaeologist are recording
history, and to apply the resources of the two disciplines to the unfolding of the culture history of
the Florida Indian. Contributing to this union of
effort the Florida Historical Society has taken a
step in the right direction with its committee on
archaeology.
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